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And then the whining schoolboy, with his satchel,
And shining morning face, creeping like a snail
Unwillingly to school.

From ‘The Seven Ages of Man’, Act II Scene VII of As You Like It, by William Shakespeare

KNOWING what we know now, it is impossible to imagine how anyone could ever have
characterised schooldays as the happiest days of your life. The study of children’s

headaches on page 210 emphasises this. The children studied may represent only a minority
(although the material quoted suggest that it’s not a rare problem by any means), but their
accounts tell a clear story of the kind of difficulties children have to confront, both at home and
at school. Once again there is the passing thought about the pressures visited on children by
adults. 

For UK readers there is the added schadenfreude that it isn’t only our educational system
that contributes to suffering in this way. The accompanying editorial on page 182 opens,
briefly, with a passing reference to the occasional links between creativity and illness. Would
we still be able to enjoy the incomparable music of Abbess Hildegard if she had had access to
effective treatment for her migraines? Is this another reason to limit the use of paracetamol, to
add to those on page 253? The Odegaard paper also illustrates, once again, the need to see
the world through our patients’ eyes if we want to understand what is going on, and to
remember that, for children, that means theirs and not their parents’ eyes. The same lesson
emerges from a study of childhood asthma on page 185. Here, parents and children tended to
characterise the illness in the way that it affected them most. The adults were concerned to
avoid the acute attacks, whereas the children emphasised the effect on their everyday lives.

The importance of individuals’ perspectives is not limited to the patients. In a study of
attitudes among general practitioners, pharmacists, and patients to electronic transfer of
prescriptions on page 204, it surfaces as an important factor in the acceptance of organisa-
tional change. While all three groups supported the idea in principle, they all had their own
reasons and misgivings. As any management consultant would advise, anyone seeking to
introduce this change would do well to address the anxieties of all the stakeholders, as well as
addressing some of the vital practical issues identified in the commentary on page 205.

All of these three papers have used qualitative methodology to describe the infinite variety of
everyday primary care, a quality that critics often complain is missing from research papers.
They convey some of the glorious mess that many doctors value as the delight of being a
general practitioner. However it won’t get us very far on its own, and cannot remove the
complementary obligation to try to bring some order out of the chaos. Hence the need for
reductionist research, and departments and staff to undertake it. Anxieties about the future of
academic primary care should concern all general practitioners.  It turns out on page 179 that
similar concerns are shared on the other side of the Atlantic, albeit for slightly different reasons.
In the general area of trying to make sense of the chaos, two areas that, I suspect, many
general practitioners find murky and difficult to understand get exposed to the clear light of
reason this month. A discussion paper on page 227 argues that ADHD is much more of a
distinct medical entity than some of us had previously thought, and should be treated as such
in a straightforward way. ADHD also figures on page 216 as one of the common psychiatric
disorders among adolescents attending a primary  mental health service. The striking finding
of this paper is the extent of comorbidity identified. Comorbidity has become a very familiar
feature of much care, especially of older patients, but it’s surprising to see it so common
among this age group. Or is it simply a reflection of the way that the diagnostic categories
overlap? On page 233 a review on medically unexplained symptoms makes a convincing case
that psychological problems only account for a proportion of such symptoms, and examines
some of the other explanations. The author is self-evidently one of nature’s ‘lumpers’: he has
offered a unifying explanation for a wide variety of different symptoms and conditions.

Finally, the BJGP’s regularly contributing polyglot, Ian Bamforth, has reviewed Orlando
Figes’s Natasha’s Dance. He ranges across the vast landscape of Russian literature, reminding
me at least of how much I haven’t read. But there is one consolation that rings true. Bamforth
thinks that Chekhov was less troubled than many other writers by the problem of identity, since
his experience as a doctor connected him in such a practical way to the world around him. We
may not be able to write like Chekhov, but we can aspire to a more secure grip on mundane
matters than Gogol.
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